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year 1898. Taking advantage of the fact that the State
Comptroller several months later also touched upon that
matter in his yearly report to the Emperor, I laid before
the Committee of Ministers a proposal for the formation
of a special conference for the study of the peasant problem,
to be made up of high State officials under the presidency
of a statesman appointed by the Emperor, or, better still,
of His Majesty himself. Goremykin raised no objections,
but Plehve and, consequently, Durnovo, strenuously op-
posed this measure. Nevertheless, the Committee of Min-
isters expressed itself in favour of the plan, and it was
decided to form a special conference "to study the problems
relating to the extension and development of the legislation
about the peasant class." The Emperor neither sanctioned
the minutes of the session, nor definitely declined to sign
them, and the matter remained in abeyance. In the mean-
time, Summer came. The Emperor left for Crimea. I
addressed to him the following letter, emphasizing the im-
portance of the conference, and imploring him not to give
up the plan:
The Crimean War opened the eyes of those who could see. They
perceived that Russia could not be strong under a regime based on
slavery. Your grandfather cut the Gordian knot with his autocratic
sword. He redeemed the soul and body of his people from their
owners. That unprecedented act created the colossus who is now in
Your autocratic hands. Russia was transformed, she increased her
power and her knowledge tenfold. And this in spite of the fact
that after the emancipation a liberal movement arose which threat-
ened to shatter the autocratic power, which is the very basis of the
existence of the Russian Empire. . . . The crisis of the 'eighties was
not caused by the emancipation of the serfs* It was brought about
by the corrupting influence of the Press, the disorganization of the
school, the liberal self-governing institutions and, finally, the fact
that the authority of the organs of the Autocratic power had
been undermined as a result of constant attacks upon the bureau-
cracy on the part of all manner of people. . . . Emperor Alexander
II freed the serfs, but he did not organize the life on the firm basis